ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
In 1999, The Surgeon General's Call to Action to Prevent Suicide provided a blueprint for addressing suicide prevention in the United States.
1 In a letter accompanying the report, Surgeon General David Satcher wrote: "The nation must address suicide as a significant public health problem and put into place national strategies to prevent the loss of life and the suffering suicide causes." The report proposed that awareness, intervention, and methodology (AIM) be used as a framework for suicide prevention. The goal for awareness is to broaden the public's understanding of suicide and reduce the stigma associated with mental illness, suicidal behavior, and seeking help for such problems. The goal for intervention is to enhance services and programs for suicide prevention; the goal for methodology is to advance the science of suicide prevention. This article focuses on the awareness component as regards the most commonly used method of committing suicide: firearms. Little attention has been given to the role of firearms in suicide. A better understanding of firearm suicide will aid both persons interested in preventing suicide and persons interested in the impact of firearms on society. This article presents the epidemiology of firearm suicide in the United States from 1980 to 1998. It describes the size of the firearm suicide problem, highlights the populations at risk for committing suicide with firearms, and summarizes the risk of suicide associated with firearm availability.
METHODS
All data were obtained from the National Center for Health Statistics Mortality Files using CDC WONDER.
2 International Classification of Diseases, 9th revision (ICD-9), codes were used to identify firearm suicides (E955.0-E955.4), all suicides (E950.0-E959), and firearm homicides (E965.0-E965.4). All rates were unadjusted and expressed as deaths per 100,000 population per year. The year 1998 was the most recent for which data were available.
RESULTS
In 1998, 30,575 people committed suicide in the United States, a rate of 11.3 per 100,000 population. Suicide rates remained at approximately 12 per 100,000 throughout the 1980s and 1990s. Suicide was the nation's eighth leading cause of death in 1998, and it was third among persons 15-24 years of age. Among all suicides in 1998, 57% (17,424) were committed with a firearm, making firearms the leading method of committing suicide, responsible for three times the number of suicides as the next leading method (Fig. 1) .
In contrast to firearm suicides, in 1998 there were 11,798 firearm homicides in the United States, 32% fewer deaths than firearm suicides. Rates of firearm suicide and firearm homicide have differed markedly over the past two decades (Fig. 2) . During 1980-1998, the annual rate of firearm suicide in the United States remained relatively constant, declining from its peak in 1990 at 7.6 per 100,000 to 6.4 per 100,000 in 1998, a difference of 1,461 deaths. The pattern was quite different for firearm homicides, which since 1980 have not outnumbered firearm suicides. Only during the peak of the homicide epidemic did firearm homicide rates approach those for firearm suicide.
Rates of firearm suicide varied widely among individual states in 1998, with high rates of firearm suicide in the West and parts of the Middle South and relatively low rates for states in the Northeast and California (Fig. 3 ). There were exceptionally low rates in Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New Jersey, and Hawaii, all of which were under 3 per 100,000, as well as exceptionally high rates in Alaska and Nevada, nearly 14 per 100,000.
Men committed the majority of firearm suicides (87%) and had a rate over 6.5 times that of women (11.4 and 1.7 per 100,000, respectively) in 1998. Rates for men and women changed little during the 1980s and 1990s, peaking for women in 1981 (2.3 per 100,000) and for men in 1990 (13.4 per 100,000) (Fig. 4) . Similarly, the percentage of suicides involving firearms has changed little for men (ϳ60%) and women (<40%), consistently making firearms the leading method of committing suicide regardless of gender.
The rate of firearm suicide in 1998 increased with age, beginning at 6.7 per 100,000 among 15-24 year olds and reaching 14.6 per 100,000 among persons
